CHAPTER VI

FOR several days after her talk with Daria Natalia suffered
as one does in sleep, when oppressed by a bad dream and
helpless to awake. She sought a plausible excuse for visiting
Prokhor Zykov's wife and trying to find out from her how
Gregor had lived at Vieshenska during the retreat, and
whether he had seen Aksinia there or not. She wanted to
be convinced of her husband's misdoings, for she both
believed and disbelieved Dana's story.
w It was late in the evening when she made her way to the
Zykovs' yard, unconcernedly waving a switch. Her work
finished for the day, Prokhor's wife was sitting by the gate,
" Hallo, soldier's wife I " Natalia called. ** Have you seen
our calf ? "
" Glory be, my dear ! No, I haven't seen it."
" He's such a wanderer, curse him ! He won't stay at
home at all ! I haven't any idea where to look for him."
" Stop and have a rest ; he'll turn up. Would you like
some sunflower seeds ? "
Natalia went and sat down beside her.    They fell into
women's artless talk.
""*   " Any news of your soldier ? " Natalia inquired.
" Not a word. It's just as though the anti-Christ had
vanished into thin air. Has yours sent any news ? "
" No. Grisha promised to write, but so far he hasn't sent
one letter. They say our troops have got beyond Ust-
Miedvieditsa, but I haven't heard anything else/' Natalia
shifted the conversation to talk of the recent retreat across
the Don, and cautiously began to ask how the soldiers had
lived in Vieshenska, and whether any of the village people
had been there. Prokhor's crafty wife guessed what Natalia
had come to see her about, and answered warily, curtly.
Her husband had told her all about Gregor but, although
ber tongue was itching to wag, she was afraid to say anything,
"* temembering  Prokhor's   admonition :    " You  mark  my
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